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Engaging Boys in Literacy and Elementary
School
by Rebecca R. Norman, Ph.D.

Rebecca R.
Norman, Ph.D.
If you ask my third grader, he will tell you, “I hate reading, and I hate writing. Books are boring.” Yet, you can
find him reading a book in Cynthia Rylant’s Henry and
Mudge series or Jarrett Krosoczka’s Lunch Lady series
without prompting, he refuses to go to bed without listening to a chapter from our family read aloud, and he
writes his own book series (Figure 1), songs (see https://
youtu.be/GVswwD_jpOY), and movies (see https://

youtu.be/NoW0Pk0IOvw). Like many boys, and other
reluctant readers and writers, William separates the
reading and writing he does in school from the reading
and writing activities he does at home (Fletcher, 2006).
For him, reading and writing in school are forced
activities and ones he finds boring. When given choice
of whether, where, and what, he reads and writes for
pleasure.

Figure 1. Captain W and the Good Samaritan, an example of writing completed outside of school.
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How can we help children become more engaged with
in-school literacy? In this article, I will explain some of
the reasons why elementary-aged boys may appear less
engaged with in-school literacy and give ideas about
how to engage them more. Because this article is about
engaging boys in literacy, I will be using the term boy
and the pronoun he. But, many of these strategies will
work for any students who may not be as engaged in
class as you would like.

Why Focus on Boys?

On the 2019 ELA M-Step in Michigan, 42% of thirdgrade boys scored at the advanced or proficient level
compared to 48.3% of girls. This discrepancy grew in
fifth grade with only 42.3% of boys reaching the proficient and advanced level compared to 50.2% of girls,
and again in eleventh grade, with 50.6% of boys scoring at or above the proficient level on the SAT-EBRW
compared to 59.9% of girls (MI School Data, 2019).
These findings mirror those of other states, such as New
York (New York State Education Department, n.d.) and
California (California Department of Education, n.d.).
Furthermore, boys’ grades in reading are often even
worse than would be predicted by these standardized
tests, unless they demonstrate engagement and self-control similar to girls in school (Cornwell, Mustad, & Van
Parys, 2013).
Since the 1940s, girls have read more than boys (Coles
& Hall, 2002) and the most recent Scholastic report
(Scholastic, 2019) found this still to be true with girls
reporting that they are more likely to be frequent readers and have a more positive attitude toward reading.
Because people who read become better readers (Stanovich, 2009), girls reading more could contribute to a
growing disparity between boys and girls.

Boys and Girls Are Different

Biologically, boys and girls are often different. Many
parts of the female brain develop earlier than those in
the male brain (Lenroot et al., 2007) and the female
brain goes through the reorganization associated with
normal development sooner than the male brain does
(Lim, Han, Uhlhaas, & Kaiser, 2013).
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When looking at other aspects of development, girls
have been found to perform better, earlier on fine
motor skills (such as those needed for handwriting),
while boys achieve better on assessments of gross
motor skills (Rodrigues, Ribeiro, Barros, Lopes, &
Sousa, 2019). Girls tend to have better hearing and
can hear softer sounds (Roche, Siervogel, & Himes,
1978), which may allow them to pay better attention in
school. Also, many girls are able to sit longer and want
to please the teacher more than boys (Sax, 2016).

Schools Aren’t Designed for Boys

With the additional mandates on schools, many classes
do not allow for developmentally appropriate practices,
such as play, but instead require students to sit for long
periods of time and do more rigorous academics (Sax,
2016). Between 1998 and 2010, teachers’ beliefs that
kids should learn to read in kindergarten rose from
31 to 80% and the idea that kids should start formal
reading and math instruction in preschool rose from
34 to 64% (Bassok, Latham, & Rorem, 2016). During
this same time, the daily teaching of art and music in
kindergarten dropped by 16% and 18% respectively;
and the number of classes with art centers, block
centers, dramatic play centers, and water/sand tables
all dropped (Bassok et al., 2016). Furthermore, more
kindergarten teachers report teaching conventional
spelling, complete sentences, and stories with beginning, middle, and end, skills that used to be associated
more with first grade (Bassok et al., 2016).
Schools have also increased their emphasis on book
learning over hands-on-experiences. For boys,
in particular, emphasizing Wissenchraft [book
knowledge] while ignoring Kenntinis [experiential
knowledge] may seriously impair development—
not cognitive development, but the development of
a lively and passionate curiosity…Boys who have
been deprived of time outdoors, who have spent
more time interacting with screens rather than with
the real world, sometimes have trouble grasping
concepts that seem simple to us. (Sax, 2016, p. 36)
When thinking about literacy, schools often privilege
the reading and writing habits of girls. Coles and Hall
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(2002) found that boys were more likely to read for
“memorizing facts and figures, rehearsing arguments,
comparing and ranking performances and identifying procedures. Boys’ vernacular literacies give greater
emphasis on taking from the text, and to analysing
information rather than analyzing motivation or characterization” (p. 105). Girls, on the other hand, tended to
read books that they could share and talk about, much
like what we ask them to do in school. When looking at
genres, boys read more science fiction and fantasy, sports
books, war and spy books, comics and joke books, and
funny fiction (Coles & Hall, 2002). However, one study
of classroom libraries found zero science fiction books,
only a few graphic novels, and did not reference the
other genre preferences of boys (Crisp et al., 2016).
Finally, boys are more likely to have female teachers
(McFarland et al., 2019), which may contribute to their
belief that literacy is more of a feminine activity (e.g.,
Newkirk, 2002). In fact, in the 2015-2016 school year,
of the 1.9 million public school teachers, only 11%
of those teachers were male (McFarland et al., 2019),
which is actually a decline by 1% from the 1999-2000
school year.

So What Do We Do?

We can engage boys in literacy and school. First, we
can show them that there are books out there that they
will want to read, such as “everyone books,” series that
are of particular interest to males, books that engage
boys with their humor, and audiobooks. Second, we
can show them that boys do read by inviting males to
be guest readers in our classrooms. Third, we can create
an environment conducive to learning, such as allowing
them to choose whether they sit or stand while they
read and taking them outside. In the next section, I will
explain these ideas in more depth.
Hook Them with Books
Share “everyone books” (Cunningham & Allington,
2016). Many boys who struggle are too embarrassed
to read the books that they can read because they are
“baby” books. To help alleviate this stigma, teachers
should include “everyone books,” or easy books that are
accessible to everyone in the class, in their read aloud

rotations to show that they are blessing these books.
They should also encourage all students to read them
so as not to place a stigma on reading such books.
One teacher found that when she included “everyone
books” as one of her three read alouds each day, the
books became popular choices, especially for boys who
struggled with reading (Cunningham & Allington,
2016). Please see the books with an asterisk in Figure 2
for “everyone books” suggestions.
Share series books. Book series provide readers with
familiar characters and formulaic plots that help readers
develop “reading comprehension and decoding skills,
develop stamina and focus, and increase pleasure in the
act of reading. All of these are things we know growing
readers must experience” (Killeen, 2013, p. 59). Sharing
the first book in the series as part of your read aloud will
encourage readers to read other books from the series.
Please see Figure 2 (next page) for book suggestions.
Share humor. Many boys enjoy reading humor and
joke books (Coles & Hall, 2002; Fletcher, 2006;
Newkirk; 2002; Scholastic, 2019). Reading joke books
aloud can demonstrate that these books are acceptable
choices for reading time. Please see Figure 2 for book
suggestions.
Embrace Audiobooks
If our goal is to encourage boys to gain a love of books,
allowing them to listen instead of struggle through the
act of decoding the book is a viable option. Unlike with
traditional books and ebooks, they can listen to the
book while also being active with their bodies. Also, it
allows students who struggle with decoding access to
more challenging, and at times more interesting, texts.
Casbergue and Harris (1996) suggest that,
hearing literature read expertly not only enables
them to absorb the story line, but offers examples
of fluency. If the text is of sufficient interest, it may
even be useful in transforming hostility to appreciation. Similarly, youth who exhibit print aversive
behavior, may be more amenable to experiencing
fiction in a format that is free of negative associations. (p. 54)
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Figure 2. Book suggestions to hook boys.

Recently, brain scan research has found that the same
parts of our brain are activated when we are listening
to a book as when we are reading the book (Deniz,
Nunez-Elizalde, Huth, & Gallant, 2019). In the end,
readers of audiobooks still learn, comprehend, and
enjoy the books, the goals of reading.
Invite Male Guest Readers
Many boys associate literacy with females (e.g., Newkirk,
2002). Their teachers are most often female (McFarland et al., 2019) and they see their mothers reading
more than their fathers. They also view liking literacy as
being unmanly (Newkirk, 2002). Therefore, we need to
show boys that real men do read. One way to do this is
through inviting male role models, such as fathers, men
from the community (e.g., fireman, policeman, physical
education teachers), and even male high school athletes,
to read to and talk about books with your class. Schools
that include male guest readers have found that students’
motivation increased (Cunningham & Allington, 2016).
It also has the added benefit of boosting the self-esteem
of the guest readers (Visser, 1991).
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Give Them Choice to Stand or Sit
Many boys want to be in charge of their environments (Sax, 2016), so being told to stand or sit triggers the child to want to do the other. Giving them
choice allows them to have some power over their
environment, and allows them to work as they feel
comfortable, thus eliminating one obstacle that can
stand between boys and reading. In the past few years,
alternative seating has become more acceptable, but
you don’t have to buy fancy seats. Both teachers and
students who had sit-to-stand desks found that the
option allowed the students to focus more (Erwin,
Beighle, Routen, & Montemayor, 2018), and Mehta,
Shortz, & Benden (2016) reported that students who
used standing desks had neurocognitive benefits.
Take them Outside
In an era of increased accountability, many schools
have decreased the amount of time devoted to recess
(McMurrer, 2007). Jarrett, an expert in recess research,
posits that children in most other nations have more
recess than those in the United States, with many
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having recess every hour (Jarrett, 2019). Yet, children
need unstructured recess time to learn social skills and
receive needed physical activity (Jarrett, 2019). Additionally, researchers have found that recess improves
behavior (Jarrett, 2019) and is important for academic
growth as well (e.g., Lund, Brimo, Rhea, & Rivchun,
2017). In fact, Humble (2018) reported that kindergartners who participate in more recess showed a
greater increase in reading levels than those who participated in less recess.
Some schools have introduced forest days, where
students spend an entire day outside no matter the
weather (listen to the podcast Out of the Classroom
and into the Woods [Hanford, 2015] for one example
of a public school in Vermont or watch the short film
Schools Out: Lessons from a Forest Kindergarten [Molomot & Richter, 2013] for an example of a full-time
outdoor school in Switzerland). Bowdridge (2010)
reported that children who attended outdoor school
in the early years had an increased ability to learn.
In Sweeney’s (2018) survey of parents and teachers,
one teacher stated that, because outdoor education
provided children with hands-on learning, they were
able “…to make connections that are far too abstract
when presented through books [ex. Food/water
supply]” (p. 32). Even if you cannot spend the whole
day outside, taking the children out for listening walks
(Heard & McDonough, 2009) can assist students in
their observational and writings skills. (See A Walking
Curriculum: Evoking Wonder and Developing Sense of
Place (K-12) [Judson, 2018] for ideas to incorporate
other walks into the curriculum, and visit Michigan’s
Department of Natural Resources [https://www.
michigan.gov/dnr/0,4570,7-350-79135---,00.html]
for other activities.)

Conclusion

All children can become engaged in literacy. Sharing
books that they can access and that will interest them
and creating an environment that promotes learning
will encourage this engagement and allow boys to see
themselves as readers and writers.
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